Birth trauma and the pelvic floor: lessons from the developing world.
Urinary incontinence, fecal incontinence, and pelvic organ prolapse are common stigmatizing conditions that afflict women far more often than they afflict men. It has been suggested that childbirth is the most likely factor to explain this great epidemiologic discrepancy between the sexes. Because the widespread availability of high-quality obstetric care through-out the industrialized world has led to precipitous drops in maternal mortality during the 20th century, many of the pathophysiologic mechanisms by which such injuries might arise are not as obvious as they were in times past. It is suggested that by looking at obstetric complications in the developing world, where the natural history of unrelieved obstructed labor is most obvious, it may be possible to shed new light on the pathophysiology of childbirth injury and its relationship to incontinence and prolapse. The spectrum of childbirth injuries resulting from obstructed labor in developing countries is surveyed, and the potential relevance of these findings to the more subtle forms of pelvic floor dysfunction seen in Western women is discussed.